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A Policy Analysis of the Effectiveness of Prison Nursery Programs
Juliann Karfgin
Longwood University

Abstract
The objective of this research is to examine the effectiveness of prison nurseries
programs. A critical review of the empirical research indicates that prison nurseries,
while controversial in use, have mostly positive outcomes related to mental health,
relationship bond, and recidivism.

Introduction
The rate at which women have been incarcerated has tripled in the last decade. This is largely
tied to increased incarceration overall during the War on Drugs. In 2016, the Bureau of Justice
Statistics indicated there are more than 110,000 women incarcerated in the United States.
•

Four percent of women were pregnant in advance of the intake. (2019, para 4).

•

The controversy with women delivering babies in prison is that traditionally these children
are removed from mothers within 48-72 hours after birth and are placed with relatives or,
more likely, in foster care. (Hasty, 2018).

•

The idea behind the policy was to create a program where women would be able to create
a bond with their child, while in prison. The program is designed not only to help create a
bond with the child, but also help with parenting skills, child development, prenatal care,
child education, and after prison parenting. (Campbell and Carlson, 2012).

•

The objective of this research is to examine the impact of prison nurseries on outcomes
related to fetal health, recidivism, behavioral issues behind bars, and mother-child
attachment.
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Studies Demonstrating Effectiveness
•

•

•
•

Kearney & Byrne (2018) found that women in prison in general have more significant
mental health concerns than do male inmates and that women who are pregnant while in
prison have greater mental health concerns than non-pregnant female inmates.
• Dowling and Fulton, (2017) found that mothers who participated in a prison
nursery program where they roomed with their child, had significantly better
mental health scores for depression and anxiety. Further, the longer the child and
mother are kept together in the program, the more significant the impact on
mother’s mental health.

While majority of the studies were found effective, issues are still present.
A significant amount of research has not been conducted to assess the outcomes of
the prison nurseries.
There are concerns with the cost of the program.
There are concerns related to the mental health of the child.

Dowling and Fulton (2017) found in their study that women are creating a more
permanent bond with their child than they would if the child was taken shortly after birth
and this further allows for the development of a more secure attachment between the
mother and child.
Byrne, Goshin, and Jostl (2010), the researchers found that the environment was not as
negative as anticipated and that this environment did not negatively impact the bond
between parent and child.
Ward (2018) studied recidivism rates among mothers who were in the prison nursery
program. Researchers found that women who participated in the prison nursery program
as compared to women who did not had lower recidivism rates.

Studies Demonstrating Ineffectiveness
•

Summative Analysis

Byrne, Goshin, and Blanchard - Lewis (2012), found that in longitudinal designs have found
that the positive benefits related to recidivism are lowered after three years as a result of
issues of reentry for female inmates.
•

As a result of being released, many of these women eventually re-offend and are
separated once again from their children (Byrne, Goshin, and Lewis, 2012).

•

Byrne, Goshin, and Lewis (2012) who conducted follow-up studies of women and
their children who were enrolled in the prison nursery program in New York found
that of the one hundred children that had been in the program with their mothers,
forty two were cycled out of the program prior to their mother's release and a
significant number of these children were separated from their mother and placed
in the foster care system
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There are concerns for the child’s social development.

Conclusions

•

The research indicates that prison nursery programs are effective in reducing recidivism,
decreasing mental health issues, and increasing the bond between a mother and her
child.

•

The issue are, the mental health of mothers, the parent-child bond, the child's
development, and mother's potential recidivism upon release.
•

To attempt to alleviate these issues, prison nursery programs were developed. The
program allows mothers to retain custody of their children while incarcerated and
to engage with parenting programs.

•

The purpose of this program is to ensure there is a bond between the mother and
the child, to decrease recidivism, and to increase mental health outcomes for the
parent and child.
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